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     Abstract 
As a veteran immersive theater performer, I recognize the field has been rapidly 
evolving over recent decades. The research for this thesis traces the American roots of 
immersive theater as it currently exists in the United States, acknowledging the Canadian 
and British influences that have shaped the genre since the 1980’s. As the term immersive 
theater becomes a broad catch-all phrase to describe any form of theater or dance theater 
that may utilize environmental, site-specific, or interactive performance, I consider a 
stricter definition of the term to understand the roots of the genre.  
Beloved, a 60-minute immersive work developed for this thesis, investigates an 
audience-centric model of immersive theater where the audience not only inhabits the 
created world but also is a necessary entity that drives the work forward. The work 
stemmed from my 2019 production Of Others that served as a workshop for this larger 
endeavor. Because of the outbreak in New York of the COVID-19 global pandemic, my 
collaborators and I were unable to complete Beloved, but I describe the creative research 
in anticipation of a future premiere.  
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Introduction 
Immersive theater is a term devised in recent decades to describe a new wave of 
intentionally interactive and environmental theatrical work. The art form stems from 
interactive experimental works in both the dance and theater fields that developed from 
the mid-twentieth century collaborative blending of dance, theater, music, architecture, 
and art installation. The art form was coined in British reviews as early as the 1980’s but 
has widely operated under this term since the early to mid 2000’s. Therefore, the popular 
definition remains broad due to the genre’s youth and interdisciplinary nature. As a 
veteran performer with Third Rail Projects, one of the world’s leading immersive theater 
companies, I employ their specific sense of audience immersion: the audience is an 
integral player in the production’s function. This continues to inform my own dance-
based, collaboratively devised immersive work.  
Over the past five years with Third Rail Projects, I performed three roles in 1,088 
performances of their Bessie Award-winning, critically acclaimed immersive production 
Then She Fell. I also attended numerous workshops with the company for professional 
development during my tenure, and I began providing my own workshops to universities 
based on Third Rail Projects’ educational structure in 2016. I investigated and 
demonstrated the information I absorbed from these experiences in an original 15-minute 
work in Spring 2019, entitled Of Others, which served as source material for the full-
scale production that is my MFA thesis project. 
My first full-length, dance-rooted immersive work, Beloved is a meditation on 
loss from the perspective of the classic Greek myth Orpheus and Eurydice, as interpreted 
by the University of Cambridge’s Faculty of Education database. As independent 
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supporting materials, I parallel this myth with: 1) a story inspired by Of Others 
collaborator Erik Plambeck’s grandfather, 2) the contemporary collaborative tale The 
God of Arepo, and 3) Victor Hugo’s short poem “Tomorrow, At Dawn.” Plambeck’s 
story of his grandfather, a scientist, chronicles the final days of his life as he contemplates 
suicide to alleviate the guilt of failing to cure his wife’s cancer through his research. In 
The God of Arepo, a farmer celebrates a “worthless” god by building it a modest temple 
and offering friendship in exchange for the simple beauties of the world, amidst 
starvation, destruction, and ultimately death. Victor Hugo’s poem chronicles the author’s 
annual pilgrimage to his daughter’s grave at the site of her drowning. The myth of 
Orpheus and Eurydice, humanized and abstracted through the conglomeration of these 
supporting textual inspirations, lends itself well to the ambition of an impressionistic 
production anchored in widely recognized themes such as love, loss, and longing to hold 
a loved one postmortem. The combination of texts also allows for multiple interpretations 
from individual audience perspectives. 
Beyond subject matter, Beloved is a play on intimacy between audience members 
and performers, as well as an exploration on the mechanics of creating an audience-
centered immersive performance structure. To achieve this goal and to ease audience 
members into the world, I decided to employ a guided audience structure as opposed to a 
“free roam” experience. This included configuring the site to accommodate the separation 
of audience members, developing character scenes and interactions, and coordinating 
techniques to move the audience through the space. Scenes and characters were devised 
in collaboration with my performers and by inviting spectators into select rehearsals. Had 
the production not been canceled due to the global pandemic and resulting emergency 
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precautions to combat the spread of COVID-19, I also would have run two sessions of 
test audiences in the performance space to determine the final desired effects of the 
presented material and solidify site-specific movement. 
The following research and analysis of immersive work is based on the 
expectation of producing a full-length immersive theater production for a 10-show run 
from April 7 to April 11, 2020. Because of the pandemic, I was obligated to cancel the 
full run. Movement material and concepts salvaged from rehearsal footage are presented 
in tandem with the written support and juxtaposed with the full documentation of the 
original seed production Of Others, which I presented in April 2019.  
Research 
Immersive theater is an international phenomenon which has been researched and 
written about extensively in the United Kingdom. However, UK authors credit the 
American-based Happenings of the mid-twentieth century and the Judson Dance Theater 
in the 1960’s as a catalyst for the artistic innovations that eventually formed the 
immersive theater genre of today. Rather than focus on the well-researched UK 
productions such as Punchdrunk’s Masque of the Red Death or Artangel’s H.G., I limited 
my historical research to American-based work to supplement my ever-growing 
collection of British theatrical analysis. 
History 
The current manifestation of American dance-based immersive theater found its voice in 
the post-Judson era. Although it has been rapidly developing in the new millennium, 
immersive theater’s roots extend deep into the early- to mid-twentieth century 
experimentalism in both the dance and theatre genres. The following sections will 
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chronicle the historical lineage, specifically through an American lens, from early site-
specific dance to today’s form of dance-based immersive theater, understanding that this 
international art form contains a vast network of immersive artists developing and 
influencing around the globe. It would be negligent of me not to acknowledge the futility 
of attempting to cover the full breadth of influential artists who have contributed to the 
current state of immersive theater in America. For every artist discussed, there are a 
multitude of others who experimented in a similar manner and contributed similar 
advancements to the field. Each featured artist should be considered representative of a 
larger group of innovators. Without creative communities to support their members’ 
work, the immersive arts field would be far less advanced than it is today, if it existed at 
all. 
Early Experiments Outside the Proscenium 
The expressionistic modern dance pioneers at the turn of the twentieth century 
took their performances outdoors to escape the formal proscenium. To vanguards such as 
Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, “removing oneself from the studio and 
stage seemed a new radical proposition, and all three accentuated their efforts to perform 
on verdant lawns, Greek amphitheaters and the grounds of a Massachusetts farmhouse, 
among others, to help distinguish the ‘modern dance’ movement from other dance 
genres” (Barbour et al. 28). While their dances were not reliant on a specific site, 
performed as often on the stage as outdoors, this break from centuries-old presumptions 
that limited dance to only a proscenium setting was a catalyst for the frenzy of innovation 
that, starting in the 1930s, became known as modern dance.  
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Black Mountain College and the Postmodern Movement 
Black Mountain College located outside Asheville, North Carolina, was 
operational from 1933 to 1957. The institution was conceived by John A. Rice whose 
“desire to create a new type of college based on John Dewey’s principles of progressive 
education” involved the arts as a core foundation of education (“Brief History”). Starting 
in the late 1940’s and into the 1950’s, visual, performing, and literary artists were 
flocking to Black Mountain College, spurred by a common desire for collaboration. 
Major artistic innovators, the dancer-choreographer Merce Cunningham and composer 
John Cage were already working together when they first arrived at Black Mountain in 
1948 (“Performance Art”). Their 1952 return to the college involved a collaboration with 
a group of artists including pianist-composer David Tudor and artist Robert 
Rauschenberg. The Tate museum website explains: “Together, though orchestrated by 
Cage, this group created what could be called the first ‘happening,’ an untitled event 
(now sometimes known as Theatre Piece no. 1) in the college dining hall” (“Performance 
Art”). Simultaneously, the event consisted of a film and projected slides on either side of 
a long, rectangular hall; a lecture by John Cage from the top of a ladder; an old 
phonograph played by Robert Rauschenberg (with his White paintings suspended 
overhead); piano playing by David Tudor; and Merce Cunningham with dancers moving 
through the small audience of about 35 to 50 people (Allen).  
These Happenings, and specifically the work of Merce Cunningham within the 
larger context of the movement, were among the first major efforts in America not only 
to move dance performance outside the proscenium in collaborative experimentation with 
artists of multiple disciplines, but also to begin redefining the audience/performer 
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relationship. Researchers Melanie Kloetzel and Carolyn Pavlik elaborate: “Happenings 
often took place in tight quarters without a cordoned performance area, so that the line 
between audience and performer became blurred” (8). Cunningham’s efforts in this arena 
“functioned as a springboard for the majority of site dance experiments over the next two 
decades,” and facilitated democratization through spectator involvement, offering an 
alternative path for the traditional performer-audience relationship (Barbour et al. 28-29; 
39). To Cunningham, spectators held similar status in his works as the dancers, himself, 
the composer, the set designer, etc. Spectators were free to form independent responses to 
his work, which befit his Happenings as they moved directly through and around 
audiences (Potter). Unaware at the time of the impact these major advancements would 
wield over the decades that followed, Cunningham and his fellow Happenings artists 
effectively built the first precursors toward modern-day immersive theater. 
Artistic Developments of the 1960’s and 1970’s 
Through the loosening social hierarchies caused by the throes of the Vietnam 
War, American artists aptly responded with new work inspired by the Happenings that 
were meant to “disrupt the boundaries between art and everyday life in the 1960s” 
(Barbour et al. 29). Trisha Brown, Lucinda Childs, and Meredith Monk, fellow 
choreographers and performers of the famed Judson Dance Theater (although Monk was 
not a founding member), produced socially and artistically inquisitive works that 
challenged the perceived limitations of dance and performance by upending the 
expectations between audience and performers. 
From the 1960’s and early into the 1970’s, a full integration of performer, 
audience, and site was only beginning to be explored. Dance critic and historian Sally 
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Banes notes that during this time of exploration, a work’s environment took a larger role 
within its creation and presentation. However, these artists tended to focus on the 
importance of art and what it could do for the site/environment rather than vice versa, 
and an “explicit effort towards defamiliarization” was a major step in that art-prioritizing 
direction (Barbour et al. 29). The concept of defamiliarization specifically 
recontextualizes familiar scenarios or environments and transforms them into something 
new “by introducing the spectator to the perspective of the artist and distancing that 
viewer from their previously held knowledge of a site” (Barbour et al. 29). An example 
of this is Lucinda Childs’ Street Dance (1964), in which the dancers would “surprise 
audiences by blending into an environment, destabilizing [assumptions] about which 
bodies are (or could be) performing” (Barbour et al. 33). Integrating recorded sound from 
a cassette tape and performers who blended into the environment of a street in 
Manhattan, spectators were asked to use their imaginations to fill in the missing pieces of 
choreography that might have been lost within the bustle of the busy block. From the 
perspective of the audience, passers-by became potential performers, unbeknownst to 
them, who disappeared as quickly and mysteriously as they appeared. 
Trisha Brown and Meredith Monk, during this same shift between decades, began 
allowing their site to determine major elements or characteristics of their dances, and “by 
the 1970s, [most] American site choreographers had begun to regard the specificity of 
context as critical to the work” (Barbour et al. 29). For Brown’s Man Walking Down the 
Side of a Building (1970), the height of the building and the performer’s natural walking 
pace determined the length of the performance. The building was as interchangeable as 
the performer, but the specificity of the building for any particular performance was the 
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root of the work. In a similar fashion, though more reliant on a single specific site, Monk 
began a practice of allowing the site to inform her choices by “spending time [at the site] 
and listening to what the space had to say” (Barbour et al. 34). The information she 
gathered from her site would go on to inform the work that would live there, including 
tone, movement, sound, and how the space could change once a body was added.  
 Monk quickly capitalized on the tendency of site-specific work to “compel 
audiences to move and/or travel during the performance in order to continue the viewing 
experience” (Barbour et al. 32). As Kloetzel and Pavlik observe, Monk “continued her 
experimentation on site with the use of the tour. Instead of a passive audience, Monk 
required her audiences to explore a site, often with the audience moving more than the 
performers” (15). Monk’s Tour: Dedicated to Dinosaurs (1969) consisted of a guided 
tour through the Smithsonian’s Museum of Natural History in Washington D.C. with 
performers throughout space. The large audience group increasingly became more 
intimate as members were split from the group, until only one audience member 
remained. A similar work, Tour 2: Barbershop (1969) at the Chicago Museum of 
Contemporary Art, allowed audiences to roam the performance spaces freely. Her 
performance tours reached grand heights with the opera epic Vessel (1971) that bused her 
audiences between sites. 
The Extension of Audience Involvement 
 In the decades following the trail-blazing early work of Brown, Childs, and 
Monk, new generations of choreographers began experimenting with additional ways to 
blur the line between audience and performer. Audience members would find themselves 
as crucial participants in the success of a performance as they performed tasks such as 
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manipulating fabrics, building performance set structures, etc. In Heidi Duckler’s Most 
Wanted (1997), “audiences found themselves being fingerprinted and photographed by 
the performers as they entered the disused Lincoln Heights jail in California where the 
piece would take place, quickly discovering that they would be involved, sometimes 
uncomfortably, as characters in the work” (Barbour et al. 40). Duckler’s active 
involvement of her audience not only created ambiguity in their relationship to the 
performers but was also an early effort towards defining the audience’s specific role 
within both the work and the site.  
 This step in the evolution of immersive theater was crucial to achieving a 
seamless transition into the suspension of disbelief, a necessary element of immersive 
work and a direct prelude to current trends. Disorientation, such as fingerprinting and 
photographing entering audience members into a former jail site, is a key element often 
employed in suspending spectators’ disbelief of the constructed artistic world they have 
entered. It recontextualizes familiar spaces to fit the artist’s vision, which has also aligned 
with the architectural elements of the space as a circular relationship between artist and 
site continues. Contemporary immersive theater productions have adopted quicker 
methods to disorient audiences by means of alcohol and/or dark, winding spaces that 
must be navigated to enter the world.  
Environmental and Community Theater 
Across the thin line that divides parts of the dance and theater worlds, the social 
and political turmoil of the mid-twentieth century stirred up rapid innovation to connect 
audiences to theater as a means of protest, education, and/or community bonding. New 
politically charged American theater companies sprang up to inspire and heal their 
19 
communities. For example, Bread and Puppet Theater’s The Insurrection Mass with 
Funeral March for a Rotten Idea “is a non-religious service in the presence of several 
papier-mache gods. The ‘rotten idea,’ which gets explained and buried, is usually derived 
from some recent political-economical event or idea which deserves burial” 
(“Insurrection Mass with Funeral March”). The audience is encouraged to join in the 
events of Insurrection Mass by joining performers in producing sound, singing hymns, 
participating in made-up rituals, and communally burying the “rotten idea.” Performers 
lead the audience through these communal actions by employing a body language that 
invokes expectation or encourages group mentality, as with any religious or cultural 
ritual.  
Audience involvement and environmental defamiliarization became necessary 
tools for effective sociopolitical theater groups such as Bread and Puppet. They aimed “to 
heighten audience awareness of theatre by eliminating the distinction between the 
audience’s and the actors’ space” within the performance environment (“Environmental 
Theatre”). The environmental theatre movement was similar in concept to the innovations 
being made by the Judson dancers of the same era and continued to evolve along parallel 
paths, eventually merging into contemporary immersive theater. 
Key Historical Productions and Contemporary Development 
Building upon the foundation laid by trailblazing artists, the following is a 
sampling of major productions and companies that have shaped American immersive 
theater into its current manifestation: a blend of voyeurism, environment, and interaction 
via an interdisciplinary lens involving dance, theater, and visual art. This particular 
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collection of productions and companies also provides insight into the range of 
approaches to immersive theater, though it is not an exhaustive list.  
Tamara 
 According to the parameters summarized above, the first immersive production 
that premiered in America was John Krizanc’s Tamara (1981). A theater production as 
opposed to a dance theater work, it reimagined the history of “Italian poet and ladies’ 
man Gabriele d’Annunzio and Polish artist Tamara de Lempicka… [through] politics and 
debauchery in ‘20s Fascist Italy” (Isenberg). Tamara originally opened in Toronto in 
1981, made its American premiere in Los Angeles in 1984, and debuted in New York 
City in 1987. 
About the Los Angeles production specifically, Jules Aaron wrote in 1985, 
“Described by publicists as a ‘living movie,’ Tamara, which travels over the three floors 
of the American Legion Building in Hollywood, is more accurately a fascinating 
environmental theatre entertainment” (Aaron 114). This was a most definitive description 
according to the available theatrical vocabulary of the 1980’s. A massive undertaking for 
any era, Krizanc had created “approximately one hundred twenty-five scenes of a seven-
hour script overlapping to play—often simultaneously—in 140 minutes” (Aaron 115).  
Tamara’s Los Angeles run lasted an astonishing nine years.  
A 1988 New York Times article about the New York City production further 
detailed the show, claiming that Krizanc made “bit players of the members of the 
audience, who trail after 10 characters through action set in the sprawling estate of the 
Italian poet Gabriele d’Annunzio” (“Topics of the Times”). The article also reflected 
audience reactions similar to what occurs in today’s productions: “Some in the audience 
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find it useful to go in groups, divide up as the characters zoom from room to room, then 
to compare notes. Fans of Tamara say it reflects the chaos of everyday life. Producers 
may have another reason to extol the concept: many in the audience leave befuddled and 
intrigued enough to come back again and again” (“Topics of the Times”).  
The set-up of the play, which allowed spectators to roam freely, follow favorite 
characters, and choose the scenes they wished to watch, is also seen distinctly in the 
London-based Punchdrunk’s preferred method of managing audiences. The loose 
structure of a “free-roam” audience, from the perspective of constructing the work, 
allows the artist to prioritize the artistic merit of a production over the audience’s 
individual experiences. Conversely, a “guided” audience structure gives equal weight to 
both the production and the audience experience. 
Punchdrunk 
 Of the giants in the lineage from Cunningham to contemporary American 
immersive theater, one that prominently stands out for its influence is British. 
Punchdrunk’s website states it was founded in London in 2000, and allows “roaming 
audiences [to] experience epic storytelling inside sensory theatrical worlds.” In the 
United States, Punchdrunk is best known for its long-running New York hit Sleep No 
More, loosely based on Shakespeare’s Macbeth and originally premiered in a small space 
in London in 2003. Their blend of: site-specific dance, theater, and art installation; 
redefinition of audience roles; and varying levels of audience interaction elevated the 
prominence of immersive theater to new heights post-Tamara. Of Sleep No More’s 
Boston premiere in 2009, the Boston Globe imparted advice that echoed the audience 
environment Tamara established: “The show, which starts previews Thursday, marks 
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many firsts, not least Punchdrunk’s North American premiere, as well as a heretofore 
unheard bit of advice from the ART [American Repertory Theater] to ticket holders: 
Wear sensible shoes. This is a show you move through” (Anderman). 
 Eleven years since Punchdrunk’s North American premiere, and nine years since 
the production’s move to New York City in 2011, Sleep No More has lived up to noted 
director Diane Paulus’ prediction that it would “do nothing less than change the course of 
American theater” (Anderman). Its blatant preference for dance over text to further a plot 
is rare in popular American theater, yet it brought dance to new audiences in search of an 
adrenaline rush via the moody music, dark rooms, and intense dancing the production 
offers. True to America’s history as a cultural mosaic, its dance and theater benefited 
from an “outside” artistic voice. “With a range of influences spanning European dance 
theater from the likes of Pina Bausch, the Fluxus movement, and American avant-garde 
theater artist Robert Wilson, the founders [of Punchdrunk] set out to blur the lines of 
presentation by bringing dance, music, art, and theater together, weaving in elements of 
surprise and making the audience the epicenter of the action” (Anderman). 
Woodshed Collective 
 Before Punchdrunk’s North American premiere, a flurry of contemporary 
immersive exploration and activity had been afoot since the early 2000’s. Of the smaller 
companies devoted to the genre, New York-based Woodshed Collective has presented 
large scale theatrical events since 2006 (“Woodshed Collective”). According to the 
Collective’s website, The Confidence Man (2009), its first truly immersive work, was 
“inspired by Herman Melville’s iconoclastic novel [and] pushed the company’s 
boundaries.” Eight years later, the company produced its wildly popular and award-
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winning production KPOP (2017) in collaboration with Ars Nova and Ma-Yi Theater 
Company, welcoming audiences into the world of Korean pop (“KPOP”). Further 
described on the Woodshed Collective website, the production invited audiences to 
“follow the trials and tribulation of our eight member boy F8, the infighting and despair 
running through our nine woman group Special K, or just sit back and watch our solo 
star, MwE fighting her way back to the top of the charts” (“KPOP”). 
Although the Woodshed Collective has not offered much in the way of innovation 
within the genre, they are an exquisite example of the American development of 
immersive theater. They take the free roaming audience structure of Tamara and 
Punchdrunk and, using both grandeur and dance as a means for furthering the story, 
infuse them with the glitz and glam of Broadway. 
Third Rail Projects 
 American immersive theater company Third Rail Projects is self-described on 
their website as “one of the foremost companies creating site-specific, immersive, and 
experiential performance.” Established in 2000, the company began its site-specific 
work with dances in public spaces throughout New York City. They later developed non-
violent, dance-based haunted houses, which evolved into immersive theater. A significant 
precursor to the company’s current work, Third Rail Projects’ Steampunk Haunted House 
ran once a year from 2009 to 2011. These annual productions deployed a variety of 
themes in their meld of Gothic horror and contemporary dance theater. Later iterations 
focused on the classic stories of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, as 
well as separating audience members to create more intimate experiences. “Unlike other 
haunted houses, participants [were] separated by the performers into ones or twos to 
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make individuals feel as if they [were] Alice entering into a new world” (the 
Peacemaker). 
 Third Rail’s long-running production Then She Fell, based on the writings and 
works of Lewis Carroll, premiered in 2012, one year after Punchdrunk’s New York 
premiere of Sleep No More. Hailed by critics, it was compared from the start to the 
immersive theater giant. The New York Times chief theater critic, Ben Brantley, wrote: 
Then She Fell is less spectacular and more intimate than Sleep No More, and far more 
illuminating about its source material. It also keeps a tighter leash on its audience, which 
is firmly led along designated routes and divided into small and then smaller groups.” 
 Third Rail Projects’ common usage of limited audiences and structured audience 
guidance gives equal weight to both the artistic presentation and the individual audience 
member’s experience. Limited-audience immersive theater works are exemplified as 
performances for a specific number of patrons at a time, ranging from a single audience 
member to however many the site and production are designed to accommodate. Its 
performers work in tandem with its audiences, allowing audience members to inhabit the 
created immersive world and responding to the verbal or physical information naturally 
emanating from the audience (Machon 67). Much like Punchdrunk, the company’s 
simultaneous meld of dance, theater, art installation, and blending of audience members 
with performers is an evolution of Cunningham’s original Theatre Piece no. 1, as well as 
the proceeding innovations by the Judson choreographers and Krizanc’s Tamara. Third 
Rail Projects is the only American immersive company regularly premiering major new 
immersive works, such as The Grand Paradise (2016), Ghost Light (2017), Behind the 
City (2018), and Midsummer: A Banquet (2019). 
 25 
Final Thoughts on History 
With its roots in twentieth century postmodern experimental dance and theater, 
American immersive theater has taken a unique place in the global market. Similar to 
Broadway, immersive theater’s most significant distinction in American culture is its 
intense popularity with audiences of every demographic and its ensuing potential for 
extended runs. Popularity also leads to a boon of imitation and experimentation, 
launching “immersive” as a buzzword that many American companies scramble to 
include in their marketing campaigns. 
 The legacy of the Happenings and early site-specific work throughout the mid-
twentieth century remains apparent in immersive theater’s unique blend of durational and 
fleeting performance, site-informed movement and structuring, and interdisciplinary 
collaboration. Immersive theater’s physical communication and breeding of spontaneous 
community thrives in the modern digital age as an analogue equivalent and supplement. 
Audiences crave the instant gratification it provides through the individual attention of 
small scenes and the escapism borne of defamiliarization through suspension of belief 
and/or disorientation. The next trend in immersive performance will likely include virtual 
reality to further disorient the spectator, but I predict that physical contact will 
increasingly be a commodity sought by the masses as audiences become more digitally 
isolated. The immersive genre will continue to evolve as a physical art form, pushing 
social and artistic boundaries that ultimately connect audiences to each other, to the 
performers, and to their environment as seamless integration.  
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Methodology 
 Beloved was scheduled to occupy the Wildrence, a basement space at 59 Canal 
Street in Manhattan’s Chinatown neighborhood, April 4 through April 12, 2020. This 
occupancy included the load-in, set building, adapting choreography, photographing and 
filming, using test audiences, the performances, the strike, and the load-out. The final 
performances were slated to last 60 minutes and run twice per night, April 7-11. 
Throughout the creative process for the original work, I received feedback and guidance 
from my thesis committee sponsor Elizabeth McPherson, thesis committee members 
Kyle deCamp and Apollinaire Scherr, as well as my student group members Emmanuèle 
Phuon and Laurena Barros and additional colleagues from my personal artist network. At 
earlier stages in the process, I invited guests into the rehearsal room to serve as test 
subjects. Their feedback directly informed choreographic, intentional, textual, and spatial 
adjustments throughout the process. 
 In building Beloved, a portion of the material had been repurposed from my first 
attempt at designing an immersive experience. Of Others, created as a seed for Beloved, 
was a 15-minute overlapping loop-structured work that premiered in April 2019 for four 
performers and one audience member. A looping structure is a portion of choreography 
or a full work that continues to repeat itself until the designated block of time for 
performances has concluded, much like a haunted house. The 15-minute version of Of 
Others repeated every 7.5 minutes as opposed to an even 15 minutes, so that a new 
audience member was welcomed into the experience every 7.5 minutes. In this way, I 
was able to accommodate twice the number of audience members that an even-looped 
structure would have provided.  
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Of Others 
 
Figure 1: Of Others, Scene 1. Still from video by Joshua Dutton-Reaver. 2019. 
 
Figure 2: Of Others, Scene 2. Still from video by Joshua Dutton-Reaver. 2019. 
This original performance specifically investigated the experience of loss as an 
everyday occurrence and its link to forgiveness as an act of constructing self-authorship. 
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It resulted in an impressionistic and meditative work that did not rely on a preexisting 
narrative, encouraging free interpretation by each individual audience member. The 1:4 
audience to performer ratio in Of Others was an important first step in my learning to 
craft an immersive experience, which focused primarily on invitation and praesence1. 
Understanding the physical and verbal cues of an invitation, a performer can build or 
break down audience anxiety depending on whether the invitation is amenable for most 
potential participants (White 98). As professor and author Josephine Machon points out, 
“audience-participants are integral to the sensual heart of the [immersive theater] work 
and a living part of the form and aesthetic. This enables the artist and audience together 
to move to new territories within the live performance exchange in a mobile, intuitive, 
and praesent manner” (279). By focusing on this core aesthetic value for immersive work 
through my experiences with Of Others, I was able to set a creative pattern to follow for 
Beloved.  
The dancing in Of Others was rooted in improvisations guided by prompts that 
had been collaboratively agreed upon and touched on the physical changes that occur 
through loss, confession, and forgiveness. As I observed these improvisations, I noted 
moments to re-create and elaborated upon the reconstructed material. I continued to work 
collaboratively with my performers and with visual artist Erik Plambeck to devise 
individual scenes and create text, as needed. Through our collaborative effort, we landed 
on a phrase that the work centered around and that was delivered by a cheeky performer 
 
1 praesence - a development of the term presence, to include its etymological roots: 
“prae-sens, that which stands before the senses. Further to this, the Latin root form of 
‘present’ accounts for a state of being or feeling and emphasises the tactile proof of this in 
praesent, ‘being at hand’ (from praesse; prae, ‘before’ and esse, ‘be’)” (Machon 44). 
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in the final scene: “Don’t you think it’s funny that we lose the things we want to hold on 
to, but the things we want to lose, we can’t seem to get rid of?!” 
Beloved 
 As the next stage of development for what would specifically serve as my thesis, 
my collaborating performers and I explored four sources: the classical Greek myth of 
Orpheus and Eurydice, the contemporary collaborative tale The God of Arepo, the poem 
“Tomorrow, At Dawn” by Victor Hugo, and collaborator Erik Plambeck’s family story of 
his grandfather’s final days. Because each of these sources featured an element of 
liminality as the subject transforms from one state of being to another, they lend 
themselves well to the immersive aesthetic. These written works and oral tale were also 
used for intensive study in character design, scene building, movement motifs, and music 
choices that were meant to form the meat of the full production. The performers 
continued to play a vital role as collaborators during the research and creative process of 
Beloved, offering their personal expertise within the immersive, theater, and dance 
realms. 
 The first hurdle my collaborators and I faced within the research and creative 
process in the development of Beloved was a change of venue due to financial 
considerations. This led to an overhaul of narrative, characters, and purpose of the work 
so as to properly adjust to fit the new site. The once-impressionistic work had to 
drastically narrow to accommodate the specific feel of a new environment.  
 In the early process of creating movement and character vocabulary, my 
collaborators and I used the three text-based sourced, Orpheus and Eurydice, The God of 
Arepo, and “Tomorrow, At Dawn,” to compile lists of imagery, verbs, and adjectives. As 
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a group, we used these lists to create movement and phrases by stringing several words 
from each list together, creating movement individually, then joining together to fuse the 
movement into a single phrase. Once a vocabulary was established, we focused on the 
Orpheus and Eurydice myth to provide structure and to research the characters my 
performers would be inspired by: Hades, each of the Three Fates, and Orpheus. 
 When we rehearsed as a group, we met two or three times per month in 8-hour 
rehearsals. This allowed us to construct multiple scenes simultaneously and become 
outside eyes to each developing element. We began to explore accompanying themes 
such as holding loved ones after death and the wait of time versus the weight of time. 
Movement and phrases were distributed and developed with characters in mind, text was 
added to enhance one-on-one scenes. With text, I strove to create dialogue that referenced 
both the myth and Plambeck’s story in an effort to create space for each audience 
member’s interpretation.  
The goal of limited-audience immersive theater is to transport audiences as 
individuals to another temporary world, as opposed to transporting crowds, and this goal 
guided the framework of the new construction. To continue my commitment of providing 
an intimate feel to Beloved, I limited the audience count to twelve people per show and 
planned to split them into three groups of four. Each group would be deposited at a 
different point in the building, and therefore would begin the show with different scenes 
from other groups and continue until they completed a full lap through the site.  
The site played a major role in informing the show structure, and I knew I wanted 
to guide my audience members as opposed to allowing them to roam freely throughout 
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the space. The venue was built as a circle with the lighting and sound booth concealed in 
the middle, so the audience flow was also channeled into a circle.  
 
Figure 3: Wildrence floor plan overlaid with the assumed audience flow. Image provided by Jae Lee. 2019. Edited by 
Caitlin Dutton-Reaver. 2020. 
The venue design offered an assumed clockwise audience flow (shown above) that 
allowed for built-in theatrical surprises such as a wardrobe leading into a library and a 
secret door through a bookcase into another room. I decided to reverse the flow of the 
audience through the venue, moving counterclockwise, in opposition to the immediately 
assumed direction. This was to seamlessly encapsulate the audience in a new 
environment without allowing the space or the performers to attract an imbalanced 
weight of attention, which would risk distracting an audience member from their 
suspended disbelief. Through the counterclockwise rotation, both the magic of the venue 
and of the created temporary world could remain simultaneously intact. 
 Wildrence was pre-equipped as a theatrical space, complete with the usual 
furnishings found in an office, a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and a library. 
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Though my collaborators and I were unable to utilize these furnishings in the 
development of the work, we created makeshift sets in the rehearsal space to guide the 
creative process. Below are two sets of images that exemplify the makeshift sets. The 
image on the left depicts the furnished venue, while the image on the right shows our 
efforts to stay true to the parameters of the space. 
 
Figure 4: Wildrence Office vs. Rehearsal. (left) Photo provided by Jae Lee. 2019. (right) Still from video by Caitlin 
Dutton-Reaver. 2020. 
 
Figure 5: Wildrence U-Shape Hallway vs. Rehearsal. (left) Photo provided by Jae Lee. 2019. (right) Still from video by 
Caitlin Dutton-Reaver. 2020. 
 Of the seventeen scenes developed for Beloved, four were repurposed from the 
original showing of Of Others. The onboarding process was also outlined to include 
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collecting audience members at a local bar before leading them to the performance space. 
Onboarding is a practice of managing and communicating with audiences before a show 
to introduce them to the constructed world and influence their behavior while in 
attendance. The external gathering avoided logistical concerns within the four-room 
venue that would have otherwise deprived performers of access to basic needs such as a 
dressing area, storage, toilets, and water during their pre-show preparation.  
In immersive and site-specific work, performers wield extraordinary power to 
shift an area’s purpose through their negotiation of the space, architecture, perspective, 
and boundary, thus creating multiple uses for single rooms within a performance space 
(Welton 113). Therefore, the acts of onboarding, setting up audience groups in specific 
areas to begin the performance, and the performance itself could continuously shift the 
environment without altering the physical architecture of the space, thanks to the 
performers’ intentions and movement. 
Although the performers and venue architecture/feel are held in equal regard 
when structuring an immersive production, I also depend on the music to play a role as 
important as any character. More than the typical relationship of concert dance to music, 
my collaboration with composer Michael Wall was paramount in designing the intention 
of the work. I found a Greek folk song as the base inspiration for the music commission: 
Epirotiko Mirologi, arranged and performed by Greek violinist Alexis Zoumbas. 
Analyzed by Amanda Petrusich in The New York Times Magazine, the song “is a 
pentatonic lament — mirologi — that, for millenniums, has been sung beside fresh 
graves in Epirus, a historically contentious chunk of land on the Greek-Albanian border.” 
It bridged the stories of Orpheus and Eurydice, a piece of Greek history with themes of 
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love and loss on both sides of the River Styx, and Plambeck’s grandfather, a lonely 
husband grieving for his wife whom he could not save. Wall manipulated the four-minute 
song to stretch slowly across twenty minutes to create a ghostly ambience, then created 
three unique tracks to loop in the venue and define each area of the performance.  
Results and Impact 
Due to the necessary precautions of protecting the New York City population 
from further community spread of the global pandemic COVID-19, Beloved never got to 
the final rehearsals and the production load-in. The accompanying video is a compilation 
of the full documentation of Of Others and a sampling of existing rehearsal footage of 
completed scenes from the creative process of Beloved. I anticipate revisiting and 
revising Beloved for a potential production in North Carolina’s Research Triangle area 
within the next two years. I also intend to continue a performing and teaching career as a 
site-specific and immersive artist, which will perpetually feed my understanding of 
human interaction as performance and the construction of heightened storytelling.  
The most common comments from the attending audience at Of Others revolved 
around their personal connection to loss and love, as well as the intimate nature of being 
a single audience member. Frequent words used included haunting, intimate, and 
meditative, and each attendee crafted their own interpretation of the production. These 
were attributes and observations I aspired to continue in the crafting of Beloved, and I 
was lucky to have my trusted colleague Alex M. Schell carrying over as a performer-
collaborator for both productions. Her disarming demeanor as a performer helped craft 
the tone of both works to empathetically welcome audience members into the world, 
 35 
specifically her scenes as the dual character of Orpheus/The Scientist (Plambeck’s 
grandfather).   
Although the New York City production could not open for its original planned 
run, I experienced a similarly steep learning curve as in the creation and production of Of 
Others. The structural design of Beloved was more complex, which involved guiding 
twelve audience members through the space at the same time. Though the audience 
would have been split into three groups of four, the full group of twelve would have 
shared the same start and end time. To create a similar feeling of intimacy that Of Others 
had offered to its sole audience member, I designed multiple scenes that happened 
simultaneously in order to split up the smaller groups of four into ones, twos, and threes. 
This required careful consideration to timing, and I was able to request hidden musical 
markers, such as recognizable high or low notes within the melody, to help performers 
keep track of their timing.   
Creating a work that relies on audience experience and the performance site for its 
primary concerns without continued access to either test audiences or the site throughout 
the creative process was an inevitable obstacle. The audience was meant to be a catalyst 
for progressing many scenes, effectively becoming scene partners for each performer, 
and site-specific dance ideally needs to be rehearsed in its expected architecture to 
properly compliment the space. Thankfully, my performers were seasoned veterans in 
immersive performance and could imagine perceived audience interactions and/or build 
makeshift rooms from found objects in our rehearsal spaces. We were lucky to welcome 
my thesis committee into rehearsals to participate as unwitting audience members, but in 
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future productions, I will include intermittent rehearsals in the performance space 
whenever possible. 
A final lesson learned, which will manifest itself in future iterations of Beloved, is 
a recognition of the perils in modeling an immersive production too closely to the 
restrictions of an existing story. I attempted to rectify this limitation by paralleling the 
myth with the family story and creating text that carefully remained neutral between each 
tale. The siren call of an existing plot became treacherous territory as we struggled to 
allow room for audience interpretation and refrain from attempting to cover the entire 
story within the 60-minute timeframe. The future production will return to the original 
themes developed in Of Others, informed by the material developed for Beloved. 
Conclusion 
Most immersive productions appear for a few weeks at most, then dissolve into 
the past; few are ever repeated after a lapse in time after closing night, unlike typical 
dance repertoire. This is due to the massive undertaking of conforming to a site and 
building a full world to create each production. Therefore, reviews and books that 
chronicle and analyze personal experiences of past productions provide valuable insight 
and research material for current works in process. 
Beloved continued my research on the development of contemporary dance and 
interdisciplinary performing art in the burgeoning immersive arts community of the 
current era. Its emphasis on moment-by-moment audience experience as an equal 
consideration in the construction of the work proved to be a formidable task, but the 
development of such productions is increasingly relevant in the digital age and amplified 
by the drastic reduction of human interaction during this global pandemic. The ephemeral 
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character of long-running immersive productions initially seems to be a contradictory 
concept, but in each scene, and in one-on-one moments between a performer and an 
audience member especially, the shifting variable of audience reaction makes every 
interaction unique.  
The study of human behavior during immersive performances, beyond its value in 
creating further productions, could serve as a valuable tool for anthropologists, 
psychologists, and user experience (also known as UX) designers for a variety of 
corporations. A modern development of marketing and design, user experience design “is 
the process design teams use to create products that provide meaningful and relevant 
experiences to users. This involves the design of the entire process of acquiring and 
integrating the product, including aspects of branding, design, usability and function” 
(“UX Design”). Immersive theater productions can also be used as a way to design 
empathy and connection between unlikely pairs of individuals or allow audiences to 
understand poignant struggles of historically underrepresented communities.  
 The success of an immersive work is based on a variety of considerations, but the 
label “immersive” in popular artistic culture is edging dangerously close to becoming a 
catch-all phrase that dilutes its definition. The term is “now assigned, often 
inappropriately, as a defining term for all kinds of theatres that occur in non-traditional 
venues and/or include audience interaction” (Machon 66). In future research, I plan to 
continue my efforts toward creating audience-centric immersive productions that draw a 
clear line between the audience participating in the constructed world and the audience 
inhabiting that world. My intentions toward a fully audience-centered dance-based 
immersive production may not have been fully realized in Of Others or Beloved, but my 
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collaborators and I made important steps to justify further research and future 
productions. 
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Appendix: Thesis Performance Documentation  
Of Others Performance Documentation and Beloved Rehearsal Footage 
Performance Program: 
